I
n many ways my missionary pilgrimage is a reflection of my ancestry and parentage. Although I was not a missionary kid, my parents and their parents were deeply religious people, though in very different ways. Those differences help to account for both my missionary calling and my missiological trajectory.
Parentage
As for my grandparents, I personally knew only my maternal grandmother, but I was influenced by all four. All hailed from Lodi, a small Wisconsin town hard by the southern reaches of the Wisconsin River. Both sets were committed to their respective churches, but those churches were very different from each other.
My maternal grandfather, August Johnson, and his family were Methodists of a kind that mother later termed "modernistic." She told of her dismay that her Methodist pastor preached as often, and with equal appreciation, from masterpieces of secular literature as from the Bible.
My paternal grandparents, David Hesselgrave and his wife, Hannah, were deeply committed members of the Universalist Church. Their names were first on the list of charter members of the Universalist Church in Lodi (founded in 1875), and they helped start another one in nearby Prairie du Sac. Originally a farmer and blacksmith, Grandfather Hesselgrave studied and practiced law but refused to apply for admission to the bar because law practices at the time often conflicted with his sense of justice. He never attended seminary but was an ardent student of Scripture and was ordained in the Universalist Church. He attended the first Parliament of World Religions in Chicago in 1893 in order to hear representatives of the various religions; he was most impressed by Swami Vivekananda, organizer of the Vedanta Society in the United States.
Humanly speaking, I owe my salvation to the influence of my parents. My father, Albertus Leroy Hesselgrave, and mother, Selma Johnson Hesselgrave, were married in Lodi in 1908. Shortly afterward, they moved to North Freedom, where I was born, and then to Baraboo, where they joined the Methodist church mentioned above. Both confessed Christ as Savior and Lord when they attended meetings conducted by Pastor Sproule, a protégé of the famous Chicago evangelist Paul Rader. Soon afterward they helped organize a "Gospel Tabernacle" that later affiliated with the Assemblies of God.
My early years were marked by other family influences as well. Fourteen years my senior, my brother, Glenn Leroy, brought years of pain and sorrow to the whole family through his waywardness. But he was roundly converted on what the doctor predicted would be his deathbed but, providentially, proved to -djhesselgrave@juno.com be a bed of healing and salvation. The change was so instantaneous and dramatic that it left an indelible impression on me. Very different but of equal importance was the quiet dedication of my sister, Lyla Annabelle, who always seemed to me to be akin to the angels. I reasoned that if she was in need of salvation, I certainly was. So at the tender age of eight, I kneeled with my mother and prayed to receive Christ.
My Pilgrimage in Mission
My childhood was blessed by a veritable parade of notable evangelists, preachers, and missionaries who were invited not only to our church and summer Bible camp, but also to our home. I was impressed by all of them, but mostly by Peter Deyneka, Sr., the irrepressible founder of the Slavic Gospel Mission. His depictions of the spiritual need of Russia's helpless and hopeless millions were unforgettable. Perhaps I too could be a missionary to Russia some day?
At University and Seminary
If my parentage and upbringing provided incentive for Christian service, it was learned and dedicated seminary instructors who did most to set its direction. After his conversion, my brother introduced the family to the Evangelical Free Church of America and its seminary in Chicago. I matriculated at the seminary in 1942, and it was my good fortune to be mentored by the seminary dean, Carl R. Three degree programs at the University of Minnesota also did much to shape my thinking. As an undergraduate, 1947-50, I was a philosophy major at a time when, as Suzanne K. Langer termed it, philosophy was being transposed into a "new key." Philosophers had largely dispensed with questions having to do with the existence and nature of God, and also with "evangelical missions and [the] watch-and-ward societies of the world of our fathers," in favor of the "symbolism of reason, rite and art" (Philosophy in a New Key [New American Library, 1951] , p. 246). My adviser was Paul Holmer, a leading Kierkegaardian scholar soon to be appointed dean of Yale Divinity School. But it was the golden era of philosophy at Minnesota, and almost every school of philosophy was represented, from the Christian existentialism of Holmer to the atheistic cynicism of my professor of historical philosophy.
After completing undergraduate requirements in philosophy I came to the conclusion (incorrect as I discovered later) that philosophy was altogether too esoteric and impractical. Accordingly, in graduate studies that followed a term of missionary service in Japan, I changed my major-and at a most opportune time. Various universities, including Minnesota, were in the process of developing advanced degree programs in the new discipline of cross-cultural (or intercultural) communication. At Minnesota, this program was headed up by William S. Howell, a pioneer in the area who proved to be most helpful to me. In addition, and for the first time ever, doctoral students at Minnesota had the option of taking a supporting program in lieu of a minor. That allowed me to take advanced courses in various disciplines and introduced me to certain writings destined to become grist for the mills of missiologists as well as cross-culturalists generally-the writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein, George Homans, Abraham Maslow, Edward Hall, Marshall McLuhan, David Berlo, Edward Sapir, and Benjamin Whorf, to name a few.
But there was something more in store for me as a graduate student-particularly as an older student-than "book learning." That "something more" grew out of rubbing shoulders on a daily basis with internationally recognized scholars in a variety of disciplines, almost all of them unbelievers. Ultimately it culminated in an oral examination that can serve as an example of the "something more."
My doctoral examining committee must have been unique in that it included heads of four departments of the university, probably because I was among the first to opt for the new supporting program course of study. But what struck me most was the fact that my learned and unbelieving examiners seemed to be genuinely interested in my evangelical faith-not just what I believed but also why I believed as I did. They asked what I thought of Albert Schweitzer's views of Christ and the Bible as well as his motivation for becoming a missionary. They inquired as to my understanding of the dating and reliability of the New Testament documents. They wanted to know whether I thought Paul Tillich's definition of "God" could be sustained on grounds of either reason or revelation. They inquired as to my thoughts concerning the philosophy of naturalists such as Sidney Hook. I thought they would never get to the kind of questions for which I had prepared so diligently, though they finally did.
Why do I mention this? Because, as could be expected, graduate studies yielded the kind of information that came to be incorporated into my seven-dimensional framework of crosscultural communication and much else that was to appear later in various of my monographs and books. For me, the overall experience at the university served to rule out serious flirtation with relativism, existentialism, fideism, or any form of faith that was true for me but not necessarily for everybody else. But I also became convinced that some unbelievers-perhaps including one or two members of my examining committee-not only needed to know, but actually wanted to know, solid reasons for believing. At the time of my orals, I was not as well prepared to provide those reasons as I should have been. I aspired, by God's grace, to do better in the future.
As things turned out, the completion of graduate studies in 1965 marked the beginning of my tenure at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School (TEDS), in Deerfield, Illinois. But before proceeding to that part of my story, it is necessary to go back and illustrate how it was that missionary service in postwar Japan from 1950 to 1962 led me to pursue doctoral studies in the first place.
Missionary Service in Postwar Japan
Early on, Gertrude and I shared a long-standing interest in overseas missions. Her interest was Congo, mine was Russia. Neither country seemed an option in 1950, when we made our interest in missions known to the Board of Overseas Missions of the Evangelical Free Church of America. When we did, Executive Secretary Hugo Rodine suggested that we consider joining the Calvin Hansons in pioneering the work of the Evangelical Free Church in Japan. Hearing of that possibility, a professor at the university called me into his office one day. Dispensing with pleasantries, he said, "Mr. Hesselgrave, I hear that you may be going to Japan as a missionary. I have just returned from Japan as a member of an official commission on higher education in that country. I think it well to warn you that the Japanese people are not at all interested in pie in the sky by-and-by. What the Japanese want is a changed economic picture in the here and now."
After arriving in Japan in 1950 and working with the people for a time, it became apparent that the professor's assessment of the situation was more correct than that of many missionary recruiters, who had indicated that great numbers of Japanese were ready to embrace the Christian Gospel. Actually, both assessments were partially correct. But a much more incisive understanding of the religious situation in Japan was necessary-one that would account for various factors that both my professor and the recruiters had failed to see.
First, though many postwar Japanese were indeed ready to "accept Christ," the number who followed through was pitifully small. Missionaries almost invariably responded to the problem by introducing new evangelistic strategies and methods. However, nothing missionaries could say or do seemed to make much difference.
Second, in spite of the heroic stand and significant sacrifice of certain Christian leaders and laypersons during the war, the acid of widespread compromise had practically eviscerated the larger church. As a result, postwar Christian efforts tended to be overly dependent upon the instigation and direction of foreigners. That did not auger well for the future of the church.
Third, although visiting evangelicals ordinarily communicated a "simple Gospel" to the masses, more liberal academics were much more likely to address more educated audiences. I note this factor here because it was critical to my own ministry, especially during the six years we spent in Kyoto. The reason is not hard to find. Toward the end of the nineteenth century the evangelical faith of many Christian leaders in Japan-including those at Doshisha, a Congregationalist university in Kyoto-had been adversely impacted by higher criticism from Germany and universalism from America. The legacy of those importations was still very much in evidence at the time of our ministry.
As for the prominence of foreign personnel and ideas, the majority of missionaries (myself included) were evangelical but comparatively inexperienced and relatively unknown. Most visiting lecturers, in contrast, were liberal, well-known scholars-the likes of philosopher/theologians Paul Tillich, Charles Hartshorne, and Nels F. S. Ferré. Their lectures often attracted members of an educated public and tended to call the authority of the Bible into question in ways that reflected the controversies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Tillich, for example, derisively pointed out that some Christians, including some in his audience, mistakenly believed the Bible to be literally true. He insisted that much of it is mythological. For example, the biblical accounts of creation and the Christ are mythic and symbolic in much the same way as are stories in the Kojiki of Shintoism and the Jataka Tales of Buddhism. He went on to assert that it is in myths and symbols such as these that the teachings of all holy books, including the Bible, have their deepest meaning. Coming from learned and professedly Christian theologians, statements such as these undermined the interest of some students in our Bible classes. At times it became almost as important to defend the authority of the biblical text as it was to explain its meaning.
Finally, as concerns the Japanese culture, I gradually came to see more and more clearly that Japanese friends who committed themselves to Christ only to retreat from that commitment when it became uncomfortable were not necessarily "wishy-washy." On the contrary, they were getting mixed messages on the one hand, and simply being Japanese on the other. In "being Japanese" they stood ready to be Christian in much the same way as most Japanese are Shintoist or Buddhist or Confucianist and so on, depending on circumstances and the applicability of these respective teachings. This mind-set-at once so deep-seated and deleterious-became for me a matter of great significance upon listening to the words of a dignified Japanese gentleman who approached me after a Sunday evening service in Urawa City. Fighting back tears that Japanese men do their utmost to conceal, he said, "Sensei, I am greatly moved by your words tonight. I and my wife and our children have always been believers in Shinto and also in Buddhism. But tonight I have made a big decision. From now on I and my family will be Christians too." I must make it clear, however, that God was doing a great work in spite of expatriate insensitivities and misadventures, and in spite of the vagaries of Japanese history and culture. Free Church believers in those early postwar years numbered only in the hundreds, but included some of the most outstanding Christians I have ever known. Among them, and already a Christian when we first arrived in Urawa (capital of Saitama Prefecture, just north of Tokyo), was Yosuke (Andrew) Furuyama. Well known in Japan as Billy Graham's interpreter, Pastor Furuyama was a godly man and a Christian leader of national and international reputation.
One of the first Christian converts under our ministry in nearby Warabi City was an unassuming Japanese lady by the name of Mitsuyo Moriue. We soon discovered that she was the daughter of one of the first Japanese students to study in America, Yashichiro Yamashita, an "adopted son" of the well-known Christian politician William Jennings Bryan. When Yamashita returned to Japan, he told the members of his extended family that they should become Christians. So Mitsuyo called herself a Christian but did not know what it meant to be a Christian until 1950. Then she opened her heart to Christ. When she did so, she also opened her kindergarten to a new Sunday school and her home to a fledgling Free Church. Not many years after becoming a Christian, she was selected as "woman of the year" in her thriving but largely Buddhist city. For some years before that, however, and for many years thereafter, she was "woman of the year" to all who knew her.
In Kyoto a church that had languished for a number of years came to life in the late 1950s with the infusion of a number of new Christians, including a Kyoto University professor and specialist in diabetic medicine, Dr. Hiroshi Sakakida. Following his conversion in 1958 and after decades of service to Christ and the church, toward the end of 2002 Sakakida orchestrated his own "pre-death funeral." It was attended by several hundred guests-both believers and nonbelievers-including prominent city officials and religious leaders. As Dr. Sakakida explained in one of his letters, this was a way of making sure that his funeral would bear witness to Christ.
These are but three representatives of almost 5,000 members of over sixty congregations that today compose the small but influential Japan Evangelical Free Church. We knew the three of them back in the 1950s and early 1960s, when believers and churches were far fewer. But it was already clear back then that our Japanese Christians were people of extraordinary ability and dedication and that the role of missionaries would be changing. Further study would be required if we were to make a continuing contribution. So I was motivated to study the propagation methodology of Nichiren Orthodox Sect Soka Gakkai Buddhism, an astoundingly successful lay organization founded and directed by disaffected Japanese educators. For several years I gave a small portion of most days to research. What I found was surprising. My research disclosed a methodology that made much of the "inadequacies" of Western philosophy and theology and that taught the "inescapable logic" of Nichiren Buddhism, the absolute authority of the Lotus Sutra, and the practical benefits of worshiping the Daimoku, or "Sacred Title" inscribed by Nichiren. In the context of Japanese culture as usually portrayed, much of this seemed out of character. But it was unarguably effective.
I had planned to complete my doctoral studies and dissertation on Soka Gakkai and then return to Japan. Accordingly, in 1965 we made provision for our oldest son, David Dennis (who had enrolled in the University of Minnesota), and prepared to ready ourselves, son Ronald Paul, and daughter Sheryl Ann for our return to Japan. Then one day in June of that year, we were contacted by Kenneth S. Kantzer, newly appointed dean of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Deerfield, Illinois, concerning a possible faculty appointment.
Thirty Years at Trinity
The decade of the 1940s was pivotal, not only for the nations of the world, but for churches and missions as well. American evangelicals organized the National Association of Evangelicals in 1942. Its missionary arm was the Evangelical Fellowship of Mission Agencies (now The Mission Exchange). United in their desire to distance themselves from fundamentalists while simultaneously maintaining fundamental doctrines, evangelicals nevertheless divided on a number of issues. Most significant were two controversies that had profound implications for missions-first, the inerrancy and authority of the Bible; second, the relationship between world evangelization and sociopolitical action in biblical mission.
By the mid-1960s the so-called battle for the Bible (see Harold Lindsell's book of this title, published in 1977 by Zondervan) intensified, leading certain leaders inside the Evangelical Free Church to undertake an unprecedented expansion of our small seminary in Deerfield. As its new dean, Kenneth Kantzer of Wheaton Graduate School was given a mandate to assemble a faculty of established scholars known for their stand on orthodox doctrines-in particular, the inerrancy of Scripture. In no time at all, Kantzer was able to recruit a regular faculty that, among others, included Wilbur Smith, Gleason Archer, Robert Culver, Richard Longenecker, John Warwick Montgomery, Walter Liefeld, and Walter Kaiser, as well as adjunct professors and lecturers such as J. Oliver Buswell II, Carl Henry, John Gerstner, and John Stott. Kantzer invited me to head up a department of missions that, at that time in 1965, had no other full-time member. Within a relatively short time, however, I was joined by Paul Little, Herbert Kane, and Arthur Johnston. A School of World Mission and Evangelism was soon established.
Some of these men had sacrificed tenure, and most of them had given up positions in more established institutions and organizations in order to join in the effort to uphold the integrity and authority of Scripture and train the vanguard of a new generation of evangelical leaders. To serve Christ in company with such able and dedicated scholars (as well as their successors) has been one of the most treasured privileges of my entire life.
The decade of the 1970s was critical for both ecumenists and evangelicals. At issue was the relationship between sociopolitical action and the proclamation of the Gospel in biblical mission. Ecumenists tended to respond along the lines of liberation theology (see Robert McAfee Brown, Theology in a New Key: Responding to Liberation Themes [Westminster Press, 1978] [InterVarsity Press, 1975] ). Both Stott and the Lausanne Covenant upheld the primacy of evangelism in this "partnership," but in neither case was that spelled out with sufficient clarity to allay a controversy that continues to the present. As early as 1978 Trinity's Arthur Johnston took a cue from Harold Lindsell and sounded an alarm in his book The Battle for World Evangelism (Tyndale House, 1978) .
Some seminaries espouse a kind of unwritten law forbidding faculty members from criticizing their fellows. That was not true at the reconstructed TEDS. Precisely because of our deep commitment to the authority of Scripture, we faculty members sometimes took issue with each other on matters of interpretation. This was true for me as I felt I needed to critique Stott's reinterpretation of the relationship between sociopolitical action and Gospel proclamation, doing so in our Trinity World Forum (vol. 15, no. 3 [1990]; vol. 16, no. 3 [1991] ). Without so much as a mention of the hermeneutical issues involved, some of Stott's ardent supporters responded with expressions of disdain. Stott himself, however, took pains to respond to the hermeneutical issues involved and with the utmost of Christian grace. Though I could not agree with either his argument or his counterargument in this particular case, the candor and kindness with which Stott engaged the issues were absolutely exemplary and most encouraging.
With the 1980s came a very different sort of strictly personal challenge. My association with Donald McGavran dated back to 1965, when he invited me to visit Fuller Theological Seminary. As is well known, McGavran's church growth school of thought enjoyed great success throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Also well known, though on the other side of the ledger, was the relative disregard with which the Fourth Assembly of the WCC (held in Uppsala in 1968) treated his plea on behalf of the "two billion" (referring to unevangelized peoples).
Late in life, McGavran came to the place where he divided missionaries/missiologists into two camps: one camp committed to world evangelization and the other committed to "improving human existence." Connecting the first group to a "high view of Scripture" and theological orthodoxy, he advocated the establishment of a new missiological society, one in which agreement on essential Christian doctrine could be expected to serve the Great Commission cause of "discipling men and women in segment after segment, caste after caste, class after class of society." In several letters in 1987-88, McGavran urged me to take the lead in organizing this new society. After prayer and discussion with Gertrude, I agreed, and for several years in the late 1980s and early 1990s, this enterprise occupied a lion's share of my time and energy. Others joined in the effort, and the Evangelical Missiological Society is the result.
Conclusion
My missiological pilgrimage has been a series of learning and shaping experiences from beginning to end. From my forebears I learned the importance of religion. From my parents I learned the necessity of personal repentance and trust in Christ. From fellow students and professors at the university I learned that a significant number of unbelievers and "not-yet believers" seek good, solid reasons for Christian beliefs. From seminary mentors I learned that in Christian ministry of whatever kind, theology is important and God's revelation in Christ and Scripture is paramount. From Japanese believers I learned what it really means to take up one's cross and follow Jesus. From faculty colleagues I learned that truth and love really do go together, not in acquiescent compromise but in courageous and courteous dialogue governed by Scripture. And from my wife and children I have learned that, apart from our Lord Jesus himself, there is no greater gift than a believing, loving, and supportive family.
As I near the end of my ministry and earthly sojourn, I express gratitude to God and all who have preceded, accompanied, and succeeded me in one capacity or another during the long journey-whether in the church or on the field or at the academy. More than I, they are the ones who have contributed to the growth of the Japan Evangelical Free Church, Trinity's School of World Mission and Evangelism, the Evangelical Missiological Society, and the many churches and ministries with which I have been associated over these many years. I bless the Lord for them and thank them all.
